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A Conversation Between Sayaka Murata and 
Ginny Tapley Takemori: Gender, Literature and 
Translation 
Coordinator: 
Juliana BURITICA ALZATE (Assistant Professor, CGS)
The 25th of January 2019 between 17:30 and 20:00, we welcomed author 
Sayaka Murata and literary translator, Ginny Tapley Takemori here at ICU and 
discussed issues around gender, literature, and translation, and we particularly 
addressed the English translation of Convenience Store Woman. The event 
included the introduction of the guests, background of the event, an interview 
session, live readings, and time for questions and answers from the audience. 
It was conducted in English, and Manuel Azuaje-Alamo was Murata’s 
interpreter from Japanese into English. Around 65 people participated, 
including students, academic staff and members from translation and academic 
circles outside ICU. 
I was inspired by a daylong symposium on Japanese literary translation 
“Strong Women, Soft Power” held on November 18th, 2017 by Allison Markin 
Powell, Lucy North and Ginny Tapley Takemori, which resonated with my 
own research on Japanese contemporary women writers and with my desire 
to promote the translation and study of their works. During this symposium 
we listened to author Minae Mizumura and translator Juliet Winter Carpenter, 
and I decided to host a similar event, bringing author and translator together 
to spark a conversation on their art and collaboration. The powerful and 
unconventional works of Sayaka Murata offer a world of possibilities to rethink 
what we as a society consider “normal,” together with current sociocultural 
models of family, reproduction, sexuality, and marriage among others; thus, 
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they are worthy of being explored from a gender and sexuality perspective.   
This report revisits my conversation with both the author and translator, and 
is written as an interview—condensed, edited and translated by me. 
Juliana Buriticá Alzate: How did you start writing? How did you start 
translating? 
Sayaka Murata: I’ve been writing novels since my childhood years. Since I was 
a child, I enjoyed imagining stories, but I didn’t really start writing novels until 
I was in elementary school in my third or fourth year. It was not until I went 
to university that I started writing so-called junbungaku (pure literature), and 
I started applying for prizes, and right after graduating from university, upon 
winning one of these prizes, I made my debut in the literary scene.
Ginny Tapley Takemori: I actually started translating from Spanish and 
Catalan, I was living in Barcelona at the time, and I was working for a literary 
agent as a foreign rights agent. That is when I discovered Japanese literature. 
And, to cut a long story short, I just decided that that’s what I wanted to study, 
and I just dropped everything and went back to university and studied 
Japanese at SOAS in London. Then I got a job at Kodansha International and 
worked there for a few years before I left and did a Master program and then 
started translating.
JBA: What does writing and translation mean to you?
SM: I think it hasn’t changed since my childhood years: I write to learn. When 
I write a novel, I write it without knowing the ending. So, whenever I reach 
the ending, I am able to know something that I was not aware of or know some 
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specific part about humanity.  When I was a kid, I liked the expression honto 
no honto “the truth of the truth,” and it is still an important word for me. I feel 
novels lead us towards a deeper truth beneath the common truths claimed by 
everybody. Novels—like ships—carry meaning.  
GTT: As a translator, I’ve always loved reading. I mean, ever since I was a 
child, and I’ve always loved language, so it makes sense to me to combine both 
things. I just love the process of translation—I love working out what is going 
on in the original book, how the author is constructing their story, what they 
are trying to achieve, thinking about the story from every single possible angle, 
and the language they are using. It is really fun for me to try to reconstruct all 
of that in English. 
JBA: Convenience Store Woman is both a national and international success. It 
not only won the Akutagawa Prize, sold over a million copies in Japan, but 
also, it is going to be translated and published in thirty-one different countries. 
The English translation has been short-listed for the Edward Stanford Travel 
Writing Awards in the category of “Fiction with a Sense of Place” and has also 
won an accolade of Foyles Fiction Book of the Year. How do you feel about this 
success? What do you think makes this novel so successful? And do you think 
your other works will follow this path of triumph? 
MS: Well, I am very surprised. Convenience Store Woman is a rather strange 
novel, and because I thought of convenience stores as particularly a Japanese 
place, I was surprised at the number of people who read it in Japan, but 
especially at its success abroad. Perhaps it was good that I wrote it without 
having something fixed in mind. I wrote about a Japanese world without 
having a particular idea about what feelings it would elicit, so even though my 
next novels will be translated, I still think that from now on I should continue 
to write without thinking of having a fixed idea in mind.  
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GTT: Well, I am also quite taken aback by just how successful it has been 
because it is very unusual for a first novel to be translated into English to do 
really quite so well, and to sell to so many different languages is really quite 
extraordinary, and we’re obviously very happy about it. As for why, it’s 
certainly a difficult question to answer because I don’t really know, but I think 
that the novel is dealing with a lot of universal themes. Even though it is set in 
a Japanese shop, everyone knows what a shop is, and everybody goes to a 
shop, so I think it’s relatable on that level. The other things in the novel as 
well—about what is normal and what is society and how do you fit into society, 
what it’s like not to fit in—I think it’s all very relatable. Also, the fact that 
Murata-san writes without judgement; she’s not making any sort of political 
statements, she’s just writing a story without judgement so that the characters 
and the themes come out, and it’s kind of funny as well, so I think that just 
struck a chord with people somehow. As for future novels, I hope so! But her 
other novels are very different, so we will see. 
JBA: Could you tell us about your experience touring together and promoting 
this book abroad, in the U.K. and in the U.S.? How did you feel about their 
reception of the work? 
MS: Last year on October we went together with Ginny to Cheltenham Literary 
Festival and London, then we went to the Toronto Writers Festival and finally, 
to different events in Iowa and New York. I felt that compared to Japan, it was 
mostly read as a feminist novel. I got the impression that people understood 
and related more to Keiko as a character in the U.K. than in the U.S. This is just 
my impression. I had all kinds of conversations during all these events, and it 
was a special experience for me. Both in the U.K. and in the U.S. I was able to 
visit different publishing houses—independent publishers, and Granta, in the 
U.K., and Grove Atlantic in New York—and had special conversations with 
my editors, which, to me, felt like miraculous encounters. 
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GTT: On a personal level it was a really nice opportunity to spend time with 
Murata-san, to get to know her better and get to talk more about her work. But 
it was also an extremely interesting experience to see how readers in different 
places react to the book as well. One thing that I found really quite amusing 
was that people abroad seemed to think of conveniences stores as selling 
gourmet food—like really healthy gourmet food, whereas in Japan the image 
of convenience store food is not very good for you, it’s just quick and easy. So, 
that was kind of funny. The readers were very nice. Once, we did a signing in 
Kinokuniya in New York and one girl, who had been at one of our other events, 
came back to see us again and brought some gifts. That was the first time that’s 
ever happened to me. That was very nice.
JBA: I find that the description of Convenience Store Women as a “fiction with a 
sense of place” is very fitting. Without the convenience store there is no story. 
What kind of place is depicted in the novel, and how did you manage to 
translate it into English and make it accessible to an international audience? 
What other places are you fascinated by, or what other places would like to 
write about? 
MS: The convenience store as a place is indeed a special place for the 
protagonist, but it has always been a special place for me too. So, I thought I 
would write about convenience stores once I stop working, as an older woman, 
but I wrote it much sooner. The convenience store depicted in the novel is an 
ideal store. I have worked in 5 or 6 different stores and incidentally all of them 
had gone bankrupt. So, I merged these stores together and created an ideal, 
ultimate store as if I was its manager: with its morning salutation, with 
motivated employees. So that is why it is such a wonderful place for Furukawa-
san. Even though I have also worked at family restaurants in the past, I really 
like Japanese kissaten (traditional coffee shops) and I often sit and work there, 
where I have listened to very strange conversations, so I would like to write 
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about it some day.  
GTT: Ok, well, with the translation it was quite the challenge to try to make 
sure I brought to light the convenience store in the imagination of the readers 
in English because it is something that most readers will not have experienced. 
The very first paragraph of the book is a good example of how I go about it. 
So, the Japanese basically just says: “the convenience store is filled with sound.” 
But that one sentence already, for a Japanese person, takes them straight into 
a familiar environment. Everybody knows a convenience store, so they are 
already in the store imagining it. And it then goes on to describe the sounds 
in the store, but it just says: “the sound of people taking a drink out of the 
machine” or “the sound of the door chimes.” Whereas in English I had decided 
to make it more descriptive: the “tinkle of the door chime” or the “calls of the 
store-worker” or the “beeps of the barcode scan.” I used descriptive words like 
that to try to make it more immediate in the imagination of somebody who 
has never actually been in one. 
JBA: I would like to ask about the writing process, themes, and translation 
process of your most recent novel Earthlings (2018) and Convenience Store 
Women (2016)? 
MS: Earthlings and Convenience Store Woman went through very different 
processes of writing. I decided to make the convenience store the setting of the 
novel and then I wrote the sketches of the characters, for example, the manager 
is this kind of person, Furukawa-san has this kind of face, and so on, I 
continued building the story like this. As the story develops, the characters 
also, so the manager grows to be a little more evil and disgusting, and Shiraha-
san who was supposed to make a small appearance in the novel, ended up 
taking a bigger role as I wrote a lot about his figure, so I had to rewrite his 
portrait. Yet, I just wrote it like this, at once, in half a year. For Earthlings, the 
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setting is quite different, as it is set in Nagano. Actually, my grandmother’s 
home on my father side is in Nagano, and even though I’ve been told that I 
visited multiple times as a child, when writing the novel, I realized I had to go 
back to remember all the details, so I went to Nagano several times, I 
interviewed my father and many other people, all towards creating the scenery, 
and this took plenty of time. But then, I go on to sketch the characters’ portraits 
and from then on, the process is pretty much the same. 
GTT: Well, I think the translation processes are basically the same and I have 
to immerse myself in the world of the novel and bring the English out of it. It 
is a very different novel, and there are some disturbing scenes in it, some quite 
scary ones. As a reader, when I read Earthlings, I could not put it down! I was 
just reading until I finished it and it was really scary in places, but it was really 
amazing. As a translator, though, I have distance. I am very analytical when I 
am translating, so my emotions are on one side and that is how I can go into 
translation. 
JBA: In Convenience Store Women, Keiko’s ideas of “normality” seem to change 
throughout the story, yet in the end she sticks with her initial view. Because of 
the mismatch between societal expectations and ideas of a sense of purpose, 
and Keiko’s own ideas and expectations, her final decision of going back to the 
convenience store may be seen as “tragic” or at the very least “odd” from the 
eyes of the so-called “normal” people (like her sister Mami, family, friends, 
co-workers, and even Shiraha-san—who is also depicted as an outsider within 
the story). But from Keiko’s perspective, it is a happy ending because she is 
coherent with her authentic self. It is only through the convenience store that 
she feels connected to humanity. How did you make this final decision?
SM: As I do not write with an ending in mind, I was also nervous and excited 
when thinking about Keiko’s decision. In the middle of the story I was 
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wondering if Keiko would return to the convenience store, or if she would end 
up in hell with Shiraha san, it was scary. But I cannot control that because Keiko 
is the one who decides. The last scene of the novel, the one in which one can 
hear the sounds of the convenience store, just floated over me. Yet, I did not 
build that scene, Keiko did. Once I finished, I thought: “Oh, good, Keiko 
returns to the convenience store.” So, I am glad that it was a happy ending for 
Keiko.  
JBA: Could it be read as a love story between Keiko and the store? The reason 
I’m asking is because I also read your short love letter titled “Dear Convenience 
Store” (2014), in which it is clear that there are romantic and sexual feelings 
between the two. Yet, you sign the letter and not Keiko. But, could Keiko have 
written this letter?
SM: When I was asked to write a “love letter” I envisioned a protagonist that 
was not me. She is slightly different from me as she falls in love and has sex 
with a convenience store. It stands out in the middle of beautiful love letters 
from different people. So, I wrote a rather strange kind of love letter. When the 
protagonist confesses her love to the convenience store, she says: “The number 
one reason I love you is that you made me human.” Convenience Store Woman 
emerged from this one line. Yet, Keiko did not write this letter. For instance, 
Keiko has no sexual interest at all. Also, even if the title is Konbini ningen, she 
is more like a creature or living being than a person, so I think the author of 
the letter is other than Keiko. 
JBA: In a conversation with literary translator Rita Kohl—who has translated 
both the letter and the novel into Portuguese as Querida Konbini—the following 
question on pronouns arose. In Japanese, the repetitive use of boku renders the 
convenience store as being male-coded, yet some ambiguity persists, and in 
English “I” is a gender-neutral pronoun—so in Japanese and English the 
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convenience store is not necessarily gendered. However, in languages like 
Portuguese and Spanish the konbini is ‘a loja’ or ‘la tienda,’ which require a 
female pronoun. Since the convenience store has a voice in this story and the 
store is female-coded, it may read as a lesbian love letter. What are your views 
on this aspect? 
MS: I was really surprised at this question, really unexpected. When I wrote 
the love letter, I used boku without thinking much. When I imagined the store 
as a human, I guess I pictured a “bad guy,” if I had used watashi, even if I was 
picturing a man it would have been too polite, and I wanted someone a little 
different, I envisioned a convenience store that was a sort of “bad-boy 
boyfriend.” But in English, the connotations of the first-person pronoun boku 
are lost, and the fact that in both Spanish and Portuguese it turns into a female 
noun is really surprising. If this is the case, I guess that the image of the 
convenience store as a “bad-boy boyfriend,” becomes more lovable, a little 
more charming. I thought it was really bad that the convenience store was 
cheating on the letter-writer with the manager and when it introduced a new 
coffee maker. If the convenience store is thought of as a woman, I guess those 
feelings would change, and perhaps she would be thought of as the protagonist 
of the story. I think it is somehow more charming to imagine a woman having 
feelings of infidelity. 
GTT: I don’t really have a lot to add to that, just that, because I do know 
Spanish, when I saw that question I was like, “right, yeah I never thought of 
that.” In English, because of the boku (written in the original), I was imagining 
the store as a male, so I think it does come across as very male in English but… 
that’s a very interesting idea.
JBA: Convenience Store Woman has been described as a social commentary on 
Japan’s work culture. Since you were actually working in a convenience store 
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for more than 20 years while writing this and many other novels, how do you 
view your own working culture? Given that the convenience store is depicted 
as an ideal place, what are you saying about the workplace in general, and how 
does it feel to be a full-time writer nowadays? How do you both manage your 
time?
MS: I guess I can address this now that I no longer work at a convenience store. 
When I was at a similar event at a university in New York someone asked if 
the convenience store job depicted in the novel was a “black baito” (an 
exploitative part-time job) and I was really shocked at this expression being 
used all the way in New York. Yet, I do think that is another side of this novel. 
Even though I enjoyed working at the convenience store, several managers 
fainted. I saw around 20 managers and out of those, about 4 or 5 fell ill and 
had to quit their job, and a new manager would take their place. Compared 
with how it was before in the past, the situation is much better nowadays, yet 
I think there is certainly room for improvement. In this novel, regardless of 
this situation, I wrote the convenience store, from the camera angle of the 
protagonist, Keiko, as an ideal place. If we would look at the convenience store 
from a different camera angle there is a chance for it to be depicted as an 
exploitative and terrible workplace. There were times when I was not feeling 
well, when I would throw up every day while working part-time, so even 
though I went back to the shop my health condition wasn’t so good, so now 
I’m a full-time novelist. Yet, after quitting my job at the convenience store it 
became harder to make time to write novels. Because of this I have asked my 
publishers to let me use one of their meeting rooms, and in a way, I now 
commute to my job as a writer.   
GTT: I work from home, which is a very nice thing to do, but it also requires 
a fair bit of discipline to make yourself get down to work. Somehow, I don’t 
have a routine, but I have deadlines so, whenever the deadline’s getting closer, 
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I have to really force myself to get down to it. Most of the time I manage to set 
myself a certain number of pages I want to translate every day. I try to make a 
plan of the book. I don’t always manage to keep it but I try. 
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